III	Transit Africanus





        I was posted to Benua to serve under His Excellency Richard Makepeace. I was going home for a briefing on the situation in Africa, about which the Africa Desk knew little, and a more specific briefing on Benua, about which the Africa Desk knew nothing. Before the Government put itself to the expense of that not-very-cost-effective travel, I was to go to London to be subjected to a searching medical examination to make sure I'd survive the briefings and, in due course, the lesser rigours of Africa. 


        In England, I had a chance to see Miriam. I took the chance but it was a sad reunion. We met in the public lounge of the Waldorf Astoria in The Aldwych whose anachronistic finery was ideally suited to the decay of our romance. 


        We drank tea together. 


        That seemed right. It was no occasion for champagne. The band played cheer-up music from the 1930s. We needed the cheer-up. But everything was focussed on the past. There was no future. 


        Miriam wore what looked like a 1950s twin-set and she hadn't combed her hair. 


        Some weeks afterwards, just before I finished the briefings at home, I got a letter from her. It was dated "Sunday" which may have partly--it could only have been partly--explained why its general tone was so uncharacteristically down in the dumps. Sundays can sometimes cause even as lively a soul as Miriam to crumble. 


        She started off with "Hi, Traveller" and went on - 








        I know it's all over. You said it. I know it. You're going away. Physically. You left me spiritually quite a while ago--it seems a long time, though of course, it's only yesterday--when the doctor did his sad, horrible little job. I wish our parting could have been more dramatic: that there could have been something like G's boyishly incompetent brawl with Josh Sneal. But our little liaison--was it ever dangereuse as liaisons, at least the Continental versions, are supposed to be? I loved it because once it seemed to be--and now it's faded to nothing, afflicted with an awful, incurable, terminal illness. 


        I'll never forget that dismal meeting in the Waldorf--like a breakfast gone cold, the eggs congealed, the toast hard and black. Did you wonder how we could have been the same people who, so short a time ago, thought life was warm and bright and valued only when we were together? There you were, straight from being told by the London Clinic you were so healthy, and me, straight from my doctor after he'd done his job, feeling I'd died completely. And when I died, you and I died too, didn't we? I must have looked so ordinary to you, all glamour gone. I felt ordinary, never so ordinary in all my life. Like that twin-set and the hair-do that I hadn't done. Please forgive me, Randall, but you looked ordinary too. You're not really. I know that. But, as I looked at you sitting there, in that horrible great Waldorf museum, you were. I wondered how I ever could have.....brought myself to do it... 


        Carrie's over too, you tell me. So now there's nothing. Everything's come to nothing. We're nothing. The world is nothing. Most of the time, there's too much or there's nothing. We never get it just right for very long. Right now is the bottom of the cycle--the nothing bit. For me, for you. I suppose for Carrie too, though I can't be sure of that; perhaps she's in the too-much bit of the cycle and is getting from several what she was so recently getting from you... 


        I hope you'll soon fill the vacuum nature is said to abhor. I know I abhor it but I'm less able to do much about it than nature is. But one never knows, in being so defeatist, on this wet, dreary English Sunday, I might be just as wrong as I've been in so many other things. 


        I loved "it" while it lasted, and whatever is left of "it"--which I suppose I can still call affection, you have it. 


        M





        She said not a word about George. For her, he'd died too. 





        The medical examination went well. But there was one worrying and one curious feature. The worrying feature was that the doctor asked me if I drank. 


        "Only socially," I replied breezily. 


        "A patient gave me that answer when he came to me two years ago," the doctor retorted. "Last week, he died of cirrhosis of the liver. How much do you drink?" 


        I thought about it. The lunches and dinners, the cocktail parties, the farewell parties--mine and others'--the welcome parties--mine and others'--the never-ending intake that my way of life, now that I came to think about it, almost inevitably entailed. It made me wonder. 


        I told him. 


        "The man who died last week," he warned me, "drank less than you." 


        Then came the curious bit. He examined my most intimate parts. (George didn't take too kindly to being fingered by a male; but he endured it as tolerantly as he could.) 


        When he'd finished with George and related parts, the doctor looked at me intently. 


        "What about your sex life? Is it good?" 


        "It all depends. Sometimes it's..." 


        "Robust?" he suggested. 


        "Very good way of putting it. Sometimes robust--sometimes..." 


        "Nothing much at all?" 


        I thought of George in involuntary abstention mode. 


        "Leave out the much," I advised. 


        "What's it like at the moment?" 


        I thought about Miriam and Carrie. But I was still on a high. 


        "Robust," I boasted. 


        "Anyway," I reasoned to myself, "if the worst comes to the worst--which wouldn't be too bad--I've still got a few hot-rod limousines from Howard's Grand-Prix Party that I might be able to test-drive..." 


        "And what about where you're going?" 


        I thought about that. I had no illusions. Miriams and Carries were likely to be few; and the hot-rods, I feared, would have to be left behind. 


        "It could be the beginning of a long and painful drought." 


        "If you have any trouble," he said, "send me a fax." 


        I goggled at him. What did he mean? Would he freight me a beautiful bunny on the first aircraft, if I sent him--by fax--a piteous appeal for solace? 


        I didn't know; and I held the medical profession in too much awe to ask. 


        "I will," I promised, as though I were solemnising a marriage. 





        Six weeks later, I flew out of Rome, on a five-hour flight to Liberty City, the capital of Benua. The silver dome of the 747 was like a cosseting cocoon. A Man-from-Sydney next to me told me excitedly about the business he was going to do in Black Africa. He'd never been there before and he was full of visions: he crooned "Black Africa" as though it were his El Dorado. 


        Like most Australians, he called everyone by his or her first name. 


        "I'm Charlie," he said. 


        He held out his hand, waiting. 


        It was impossible not to say, "Randall," and have my fingers crunched. 


        He then proceeded to tell his life story. If I hadn't been a fellow Australian, I might have found it fascinating. As it was, it was a bit like telling St Peter the story of the Bible. 


        In response to every few chapters of his epic, I tried to nod, suspending the occasional acknowledgement only when I was required to smile a "Yes" to the hostie ogling me with yet another Scotch. 


        I didn't feel tired. I should have; but I felt more liberated than fatigued. 


        I'd arrived in Rome forty-eight hours before to meet Jasmine, one of the hot-rods from Howard's Party. She didn't have Carrie's freckles but she did have her romantic inclinations. 


        With less than forty-eight hours, we'd have, I thought, all too short a time together, so I wanted to say to her, "Bugger the Spanish Steps, the Coliseum and the Forum Romanum. Bugger the Pope and Pavarotti. Bugger everything--except the important thing. Let's spend our time--every minute of it--loving." 


        But I shrank from being so blunt. 


        A gentleman and a diplomat doesn't slam his cards down on the table quite so unambiguously. She'd expect to be charmed and loved "for herself," whatever the elegance and flair with which she might fuck. She was beautifully constructed and, when you meet someone like that, you tend to assume--I'm putting this carefully--you tend to assume she'll have appetites to match. 


        But you don't tell her that. You don't give the merest hint that you might be thinking it. She was a lady, as all at Howard's Party were and she was to be treated with tenderness, respect and sensitivity. 


        So I was careful. 


        I even thought we might make a short detour to the Spanish Steps on the way from the airport to the hotel. 


        I needn't have worried. 


        I didn't need to suggest anything. 


        She did it all. 


        We went straight from airport to hotel, using the back seat of the taxi to massage our mood indigo. 


        I did whisper something about the Spanish Steps but she seemed, on that subject, to be hard of hearing. 


        When I repeated it, she breathed in my ear, "Spanish? We're in Rome, aren't we, darling? Can't we do just as the Romans do?" 


        Once in our suite, she lifted her skirt without a word, slipped off her pants--which was all she had on underneath--and "took" me before I could get off my chair. 


        (If you're wondering what I was doing on a chair, I was trying to undo my shoelaces with ten thumbs getting in the way. Randall Pascoe Maitland never is a smooth operator when the going gets brisk. Why didn't I have the foresight not to wear shoes with laces anyway?) 


        George did much better. He was straining at the leash all the way from the airport. When she took her pants off and I telepathed a vision of the delicious nook on offer, he could hardly wait for me to get my zip open. He rose splendidly to the occasion and tangoed in perfect harmony to her breathless rhythm. At times, I thought he might spoil her fun by bolting into wonderland without her. But he hung on nobly till she was just about through and we all saw the stars come out together... 


        From then on, she wasted none of the forty-eight hours. We did eat, though not much and most of it sent up to our room; and we drank masses more champagne than the tea Miriam and I had ever thought of drinking in the Waldorf. 


        But that was about all the diversion she allowed. 


        I wondered why. 


        After all, I had good cause to make the most of her; but, in Rome, she'd hardly be short of the ready after I'd gone. 


        Even on our brief sorties outdoors while I was there, every man who saw her--indigenous Roman or exotic tourist--couldn't take his eyes off her. 


        The Italians whistled. 


        The Americans goggled and said, "Wow!" 


        The Japanese gentlemen, focussing their zoom lenses on the many appealing parts of her saucy little apparatus, almost throttled themselves with their camera cords... 


        The only thing I could think of was that she wanted me to carry away memories of how good she could be. She wanted to be someone I'd be panting to come back to. And, of course, she was. She was wonderful--beautiful, unaffected, passionate... 


        Everything a man could want. 


        The only trouble was she was much more than most men could handle. I for one was very nearly not quite up to it. 


        After two full days and nights, my objective was just to stay the course. She had a talent for loving that verged on genius; but she was too young--she couldn't have been any older than Anika, whatever age that was--too full of vitality, even physically too strong and she had too much stamina. I couldn't even remind her that I had to do all the work: she did as much as I ever did; and, in the last few hours of the forty-eight, I had to leave almost all of it to her. 


        She didn't seem to mind. 


        To be fair, whatever my own shortcomings, George never quailed. He never once refused the call to action. So, in those last hours, I didn't really leave it all to her. I left it to her and George. With such a spirited effort, he was right to be disappointed by the failure of my usually reliable support system. After all, his body language told me, he was at the sharp end and the least I could do was look after the logistics. 


        When I left her at the airport, she was even more radiant than when I picked her up. But, whatever the medals that should have been hung on George, Randall Pascoe Maitland needed time to recuperate. He was just glad he could walk away more or less honorably from a challenge that had been almost too much... 


        Despite all that, Jasmine was what I needed. The prospects weren't rosy that I'd find many like her where I was going. Indeed, a worrying question was how long my satiety would last. 


        How long can a camel, its stomach filled with water, stride across a desert? 


        I smiled. 


        Mine was an opposite problem: how long before the pannikin of my lusts filled up again? 


        The Man-from-Sydney was looking at me. 


        "...Wasn't anything to laugh about," he was saying. "The bastard almost took me leg off." 


        Charlie misinterpreted my smile. He was telling a shark story. Then, thinking of Jasmine, I missed the crucial sound bites. 


        I took a chance. 


        "It was a long time ago," I said. 


        "It was only last Christmas," Charlie corrected fiercely. 


        Now we were cruising--the captain's word--at thirty thousand feet. The gentle whirr of the jets soothed me. Nothing happened up here. An aethereal world, for memories only. For recalling what you'd done below. For recounting your stories of the real world down there--to others or to yourself. Charlie about his sharks. Me about my girl, though I'd never tell Charlie any intimacies--any more than, I'm sure, the Man-from-Sydney would let his "sheilas" perform too intimately in the sagas he'd relate to me. Sharks were acceptable. So was making money. But not what you did in bed--not if it was real life. 


        Charlie and I were served a plastic meal. As we ate our dinner, I was feeling drunk, on memories and anticipation as much as from the Scotch; and that caused me to join Charlie in a casual aircraft conversation more than I normally did. But after we ate and the engines ceased changing pitch, the single continuous drone dulled my reception of Charlie's sagas and tranquillised my urge to respond. 


        If it hadn't been for the Man-from-Sydney and the hostie's constant offers of Scotch, port, cognac and the rest, I'd have slept. 





        Almost before the aircraft stopped, a roly-poly black man, with large white teeth and a pin-striped suit, shot up the gangway, pushed through the cabin door and wobbled down the aisle towards me. He was followed by a white man, looking eager. 


        "Excellency," the black man said, respectfully inclining his head as he took my hand. 


        I wasn't an "Excellency" but I didn't disabuse him. 


        Awe battled with cynical disbelief for the high ground on the face of the Man-from-Sydney. 


        He held out his hand to the black man. 


        His mouth began to form the word - 


        "Charlie..." 


        The black man ignored the white trash and led me down the aircraft to the gangway, across a wide expanse of bitumen to a shed, cleanly painted and newly furnished as a VIP Reception Point. Having shaken my hand in the aircraft and said something that sounded like "Osborne," the eager white man followed three paces behind. 


        Out in the open, my senses were suffocated by the heavy downward pressure of an atmosphere moistened to imminent precipitation and the smell of a world rotting and mouldering from heat and sweat. Delicate lace-like leaves of jacaranda were outlined against the night sky just beyond the VIP hut. Hibiscus and harmattan lilies, poinciana and magnolia fringed the airport fences. The sickly sweet smell of blossom mingled in my nostrils with the stench of tropical compost and stale urine. Fires burned in tribal villages around the airport, lighting the night sky with flickering menace. 


        His Excellency hadn't come to meet me. I'd never expected he would. But he'd sent the Assistant Consular and Administrative Officer--the eager white man who'd come into the aircraft--and a "friend." I wasn't clear whose friend she was. She didn't seem to be the Consul's. He was too formal and deferential towards her. Her name was Angela and she sparkled in the tizzed-up VIP hut like a cluster of diamonds on an aged and painted madam. 


        But, if the VIP hut was sweltering and stank like a latrine, conditions were still worse when we left. The roads were a cluttered wilderness. His Excellency had sent a Buick--not his own but a primitive prototype--and it bumped its way with ancient knee-action shock-absorbers over crevasses that threatened to turn it over or swallow it whole. The Freedom Road we drove along was a chaos of mammy-wagons, bicycles, carts, people, goats and chickens. Both sides of the road were packed with shops, sheds and rickety, galvanised-iron shanties. Against the darkness of the night, open fires flared and hurricane lanterns flickered. 


        Black bodies danced in the soft glow. 


        It was Trader Horn country. 


        To me anyway. 


        I gloried in it. I felt alive--adventurous. 


        I could fight a lion, tame an elephant. 


        It's strange how men feel. And it wasn't just the sights and smells that moved me. After my forty-eight hours with Jasmine, I felt more masculine--as though, because of what I did with her, I could do anything, take on anybody. 


        I was Trader Horn himself. 


        I was Tarzan of the Apes. 


        I marvelled at the power of a woman. 


        I marvelled even more at the inexhaustible optimism provoked by a surfeit of sex. 


        The conceits a man feels just because his George has been able to perform according to specification and do the job he is intended to do. 


        I fucked her--and I feel like a king. 


        After several miles and a couple of bridges, Freedom Road led into the relative elegance of the Marina and past the colonial splendour of State House, now re-named Independence Palace. 


        The guards marching up and down at the entrance wore kilts. 


        At the end of the Marina, we turned left for Eronoyi, an area of fine big houses, set in large, English-style gardens that had belonged to the colonial masters. Most of the masters were now gone. The servants occupied the houses and had servants of their own. 


        It was here that Ambassador Richard Makepeace had his Official Residence, surrounded by high-security fences. The five-acre garden was filled with tropical trees and flowering shrubs--again, there were magnolias, jacarandas, harmattan lilies, bougainvillea, many kinds of hibiscus. Lights blazed everywhere. 


        My house was a couple of hundred metres further down the avenue. Close but not too close. And free-standing, so to speak: it wasn't part of any compound. I could be my own man. And, from a quick look as I entered, the quality was splendid. I thought I had it made. 


        Angela didn't settle me in. 


        She asked to be let off at the Residence. 


        "His Excellency is expecting me," she explained. 


        She didn't say for what. 


        Perhaps, I wondered, she was programmed to put in a top-secret report on the new arrival. 





